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Introduction

The decade of the 1970s witnessed an unusually rapid growth in the
pumber of households and a marked shift in household composition. '
Between 1970 and 1980, 16.8 million households were added to the
stock, compared with net additioms of about 10.6 million in each of
the previous two decades. With the "arrival” of thé baby-boom genera-
tion into the prime household formation age groups, the strong growth
in the number of households was entirely expected; the large swing in
growth rates and in the distribution of household types, however, were
not. This paper thus analyzes the causes of the instability in house-
hold growth over the past decade, examines regional variations in
these trends, and provides alternative projections of the number of

households that will likely form in the 1980s.

National Trends: 1950-1980

It was clear in the late 1960s that the aging of the baby—boom
generation (cohorts born between 1945 and 1962) would mean significant
growth in the number of households. In the early 1970s, the U.S.
Bureau of the Census estimated that between 1.3 and 1.4 million new
households would f'orm over the decade, an increase of 30 to 40 percent
over growth in the previous 10 years.1 What forecasters failed to
anticipate, however, was that the fraction of unmarried adults who
head their own households would also rise dramatically. When the
tfend toward rising headship rates had become obvious in 1975, the
Census Bureau issued a new set of projections, with tﬁe "medium”

assumptions implying a growth of about 1.5 million new households per



year for the remainder of the 19705.2 In 1979, the Bureau again
revised its medium forecast of household growth for the 1980s to
1.6-1.7 million annually.3
As Figure 1 illustrates, if the trend toward rising hegdship were
to persist, household growth in the 1980s would thus surpass even that
in the 1970s. Indeed, some forecasters have predicted an increase of
2.0 million or more new households annually over the current decade.
But how justified are these projections of household formation rates?
A good place to begin answering this question is to identify the
growth in four specific household types: those headed by married

couples, by individuals who live alone, by unmarried women that con-

tain two or more people, and by unmarried men that contain at least
|

\
one other member. The statistics in Table 1 show that married couples
headed almost 80 percent of all households in 1950 and aimost 65

|
percent of new households added over the decade. Since 1960, however,

the share of household growth that married-couple heads acc%unt for
has fallen precipitously: by the 1970s, the decade of largegt total
household growth in history, married couples headed only 28 percent of
new households while single persons headed 42 percent. Husband-wife
households thus increased only 10.5 percent over the 19705, while
single-person households grew at 63.5 percent. |

The distributions of household types shown in Figure 2 reaffirm
these trends. By 1980, married couples accounted for only 60 percent
of all households, and their share has continued to fall rapidly. The
Census Bureau nonetheless projects a resurgence in married couple

households during the 1980s, a clear break from the trends of the late

1960s and 1970s.
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TABLE 1

Households by Type, 1950 to 1980

Number of Households Change Over Decade
1950 1960 1970 1980 1950-G0 1960-70 1970~-80
TOTAL HOUSEHOLDS 42,394 53,024 63,638 80,434 10,630 10,614 16,796
Percent of Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
MARRIED COUPLE |
HOUSEHOQLDS 32,805 39,602 44,003 48,642 6,797 4.40} 4,63%
Percent of Total 77.4 74.7 69.1 60.5 63.8 41.§ 27.6
|
SINGLE PERSON |
HOUSEHOLDS 3,971 7.065 11,146 18,222 3,094 4,081 - 7,076
Percent of Total 9.4 13.3 17.5 22.7 29.0 38.4 42.1
Tnor FCMALE
HOUSEHOLD HEADS 3,428 4,219 5,469 8,32z . 791 1,250 2,853
Pexrcent of Total 8.1 8.0 8.6 10.3 7.4 12.8 17.0
OTHER MALE HOUSE-
HOLD HEADS 2,191 2,137 3,019 5,248 -54 882 2,229
Percent of Total 5.2 4.0 4.7 6.5 -0.1 8.3 13.3

Source: Census of Population and Households, 1950-1980, various tables. Because this
‘particular breakdown of households relies on sample census data, total house-
'hold counts are therefore slightly different from the 100 percent count totals.




Percentage Distribution of Households

100

L. 90

- 70

~ 60

~ 40

- 30

- 20

- 10

5

FIGURE 2
Percentage Distribution of Households by Type, 1950-1980

various tables.

1001
Single-person Household Heads
90 -
Male House-
hold Heads
= 80 Other ‘ 80 -
Female
Household Heads

70 4

60

50

Married-couple Household Heads

40

30 1

20

10 -

0 (VI

I L
1950 1960 1970 1980
Source: Census of Population and Households, 1950 to 1980,



Not only have married couple households decreased in number but
they have also diminished in size. In 1980, only 50 percent of all
married couples had children under the age of 18 living with them
(down from 56 percent in 1970), and these families were only 30 per-

cent of all households (compared with almost 39 percent in 1970).

There are several reasons why children are disappearing from mfrried—
couple households. First, young couples are waiting longer %o have
children. Second, today's generation of young parents are} having
fewer children: families with one child are becoming ever more common

while those with more than three children are increasingly rare. The

freedom of choice offered by modern birth control methods, together

with a general shift toward less child-oriented lifestyles, means that
women born during the mid-1950s will bear a record-low number of chil-
dren. It is likely that 20 to 25 percent of these cohorts wili remain
childless and that another 25 to 30 percent will have only one child
by the time their childbearing years have ended in the 19905.4§

The third factor contributing to the shrinkage of averagé house-

}

hold size is that the parents of the baby-boom generation are increas—
|

ingly in the "empty nest” stage of the life cycle. Since mo%t empty
nest households contain no more than two adults, the lonéer such
households survive, the more they reduce the average size of all
married-couple households. It is noteworthy that children are present
for less and less of the life course of married-couple households,

with both the pre-parent and empty nest periods representing more and

more of the total years a couple lives together.




Finally, household size in general has shrunk as more adults

choose to live alone. Of the 30 million net growth in total popula-

tion over the age of 15 this past decade, more than 60 percent were

unattached individuals; never-married adults accounted for 40 percent,
divorced/separated/spouse absent for 15 percent, and widows for 5
percent. In 1970, a total of 19.8 percent of unmarried persons over
the age of 15 lived alone; by 1980, the fraction of unattached adults
who head single-person households rose to 24.4 percent.

The rise in the number of unmarried adults living alone is clear
in both Figure 3, which shows the trend in the percent livipg alone by
sex and marital status between 1970 and 1980, and Figure 4, which
compares the numbers of single-person households in 1980 with those in
all other household types by age group. More unmarried women overall
live alone than do unmarried men simply because a higher fraction of
women fall into the category with the highest rate of solo living,
f.e., widows. In all other marital categories, a higher fraction of
men live alone primarily because women are more likely to have chil-
dren in their households. Since they are younger and tend either to
live with parents or roommates, never-married individuals are the
least likely of the unattached group to live alone.

The longer term trend in headship rates among ummarried men and
women is documented in Table 2. Before 1950, headship rates grew only
among the young; after 1950, however, rates for both young and old
individuals rose. Although a break appears in the growth of headship
rates among older unmarried men between 1970 and 1980, it should be
noted that this group represents a very small fraction of the total

unmarried population.
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TABLE 2

Proportion of Unmarried Adults

Heading Their Own Households, 1940-1980

Age and Sex 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980**
Males
20-24 .0325%* .0417%* .0598 .1221 .1968
25-29 .0774 .0961 .1631 .3262 .4325
30-34 .1438 .1576 .2459 .4078 .5148
35-44 . 2495 .2564 .3354 .4928 .6057
45-54 .3804 .3740 .4452 .5921 .5897
55-64 .4750 .4492 .5137 .6503 .6108
65-74 .5050 .4834 .5477 .6669 .6863
75+ .4249 .4136 .4581 .5550 .6324
Females
20-24 .0427% .0727* . .1237 .2017 .2654
25-29 .1192 L1772 .3011 .4933 .5986
30-34 .2418 .2936 .4283 .6001 .7381
35-44 .4307 .4355 .5461 .6712 .8041
45-54 .5546 .5493 .6150 .7158 .8125
55-64 .5593 .5542 .6262 .7361 .8075
65-74 .5202 .5242 .6083 .7233 .8423
75+ .4085 .4056 .4€68 .5530 .6540

* Includes heads under age of 20.

** Based on estimates of resident unmarried population from
adjusted Current Population Survey data on household
population.

-

Source: Calculated from data contained in Census of Population,
various tables, 1940 to 1970; and 1980 Current Population Survey,
"Marital Status and Living Arrangements," P-20, No. 365, and

"Household and Family Characteristics," P-20, No. 366. -
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It is clear from the Census Bureau projections referred to earlier
that forecasting trends in the number of households involves predict-
ing the total number of people in each age group eligible to form
households; how these individuals sort themselves into broad cate-
gories by marital status and children ever born (which are known to
correlate highly with propensities to form independent households);
and the probabilities of forming independent households, i.e., head-
ship rates. Inaccurate projections thus imply mistakes in calculating
total population, population composition, and/or headship rates.

Most household projections made during the 1970s erred in all
three areas. Total projected population levels were generally too low
because of higher than expected foreign immigration (both documented
and undocumented), lower than expected rates of mortality among the
elderly, and higher than expected headship rates among unmarried
individuals. Predictions of population composition were also incorF
rect because of lower marriage rates and below-replacement levels of
childbearing.

It is a mistake to assume that the pattern of change during the
1970s will automatically continue into the 1980s and beyond. There is
good reason to expect, for example, that headship rates among unmar-
ried adults of all ages will stop increasing and may even decline in
the future. During the 1980s, adults in their mid- to late-20s repre—
sent the tail end of the baby-boom generation. Since their older
siblings have already moved out, those who delay marriage will likely
find it easier to remain in their parents' homes because of the avail-
ability of surplus space. For those in the leadiﬁg edge'of the baby

boom in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the opposite was true: the
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presence of many younger brothers and sisters created pressPre to
leave the parental home as soon as possible. Throughout the re&ainder
of this century, the relative absence of young children and the larger
housing units occupied by empty nest households may encourage an
increase in two-generational households made up of both young adults
and their parents, and the middle-aged and the elderly.

The latest Census Bureau projections of between 1.6 and 1,7 mil-

lion new households per year for the decade of the 1980s assume that
: :

headship levels will increase at the same rates as in the 1970s. If

the scenario of two-generational households actually occurs, however,

the census projections of new households will be too high.  Before

making final judgment on these predictions, though, it is us#ful to
examine differences in recent trends in household growth iacross

regions of the country.

Regional Components of Household Growth: 1970-1980

When focusing on regional rather than national trends, it is

important to recognize that two major factors influence adult popula-

tion growth and therefore the total number of potential h&usehold
heads in a particular age group. The first is the simple aginé of the
population already 1living in the region, i.e., the age s%ructure
factor, and the second is the change in the size of different cohorts
because of net migration, i.e., the migration factor.5 The ag% struc-
ture factor captures the impacts of the baby-boom and baby-bust gen-

erations moving into the household formation sfage, as well as of

greater longevity among the elderly. The migration factor is particu-
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larly important in regional analysis because much of the variability
in growth is due to population shifts.

Having determined changes in a region's population base, how the
population arranges itself by marital status and presence of children.'
strongly influences household formation, as do the levels and trends
in the household headship rates of different family nuclei. Unfor-
tunately, the Census Bureau has not yet published the data that would
allow an estimate of how family composition and headship factors con-—
tributed to household trends in the 1970s. Making use of data that
are available, this analysis therefore combines the effects of family
composition and headship changes into one broad category called the
household formation factor, which is the change in number of house-
holds not accounted for by the age structure and migration factors.

For the U.S. as a whole in the 1970s, the age structure factor
accounted for almost 63 percent of the total increase in households,
with migration accounting for 17 percent and higher rates of household
formation 20 éercent. The age structure factor is so important both
because of the increase in the ybung adult population in the household
formation ages and because of the delayed "departure” of the elderly.6
The migration factor is significant because of a sizable increase over
the decade in the number of migrants from abroad as well as the redis-
tribution of unmarried adults from regions of relatively low levels of
independent household formation (the North and East) to regions of
relatively high levels of household formation (the West).

The overall contribution of the household formation factor masks
the opposite but nearly equal effects of changes in marital-status and

in headship rates. The 1980 census reported an increase of 12.2
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million single adults over the age of 15 above 1970 levels, but only
4.6 million more adults in the divorced/separated/spouse absent cate-
gory. Because the baby-boom generation contributed more to the never-

married group (the unmarrieds with the lowest headship rates) than to

the divorced group, the net effect on the total number of hou%eholds
was therefore negative. The declining proportions of 1ndividuaﬂs ever
married helped reduce the total number of households becauseinever—
married men and women in their early 20s more often live in hou%eholds
with three or more adults, including parents or roommates. (Young
married-couple households, in contrast, wusually contain oniy two
adults. By staying single, then, adults formed fewer new hou#eholds
than if they had married. Exercising an opposite influence, rising
divorce rates over the decade tended to increase headship rates be-
cause many persons live alone immediately after separating. |Higher
divorce rates, however, only partially offset the impact of more
people staying single.

Riging headship rates among almost all age and marital status
groups nonetheless served to increase the total number of U.S. house-
holds over the 1970s. Since these two opposing changes in marital
status and headship rates are combined in the household formation
factor, it is important to underscore that the gross changes are

considerably stronger than the net changes we are able to compute.

The Age Structure Factor

As Figure 5 illustrates, there is little regional variatipon from

the national average in number of new households attributable to the

simple aging of the population between 1970 and 1980. The chbnge‘in

age structure had the least impact in the Middle Atlantic stites and
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the most in the Mountain states. The majority of those born between
1940 and 1960 (cohorts who were in the prime household formation ages
in the 1970s8) thus remained distributed across regions in fairly close
proportions to the share each region contributed to the original birth
cohort.7 The contribution of the age structure factor to the vari-
ation in total population is due to differences in the relati#e size
of the baby boom in each region and to the migrationm of children (with
their parents) and of those in the pre-household formation stage
(mostly students and those in their early 20s) that occurred before
1970.

As measured by children ever born per woman aged 15f44 in 1960,
Table 3 shows that the baby boom was smallest in the Middle Atlantic
region (1.54 children per woman) and largest in the Mountain states

(1.99 children per woman). Such histbrical differentials in fertility

have an impact on household growth rates because they affect the age

structure of the population. Those regions with higher f?rtility
levels will eventually have more young adults. Since there #s a lag
of about 20 years before fertility shifts have their greates% impact
on household formation, the 24.1 percent increase in the n$mber of
children ever born per woman during the 1950s did not have a %1gnifi—
cant impact until the 1970s.

During the decade 1960~1970, the number of children ever born
declined by 8.3 percent, a decrease that will reduce household growth
in the 1980s. The major impact of the baby bust on net new household
formation will not come until the 1990s, however, when the effects of
the 20.8 percent overall decline in children ever born .during the

19708 will appear in the size of the young adult population.
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Source: Census of Population and Households, 1950 to 1980, various tables.
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Table 3

Children Ever Born Per 1000 Women Age 15-44

1950, 1960, 1970 and 1980

Children Ever Born

Rate of Change

1950 1960 1970 1980

1,332 1,688 1,610 1,210
1,380 1,790 1,678 1,336
1,448 1,897 1,757 1,341
1,181 1,542 1,510 1,212
1,445 1,731 1,597 1,275
1,675 1,919 1,716 1,422
1,619 1,932 1,733 1,448
1,622 1,987 1,769 1,420
1,403 1,860 1,648 1,271
1,468 1,827 1,675 1,326

1950-60 1960-70  1970-80
26.7 -4.6 -24.8
29.7 -6.3 -20.3
31.1 -7.4 -23.7
30.6 -2.1 -19.7
19.8 -7.7 -20.2
14.6 -10.6 -17.1
19.3 -10.3 -16.4
22.5 -11.0 -19.7
28.2 -11.4 -22.9
24.1 -8.3 -20.8
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Somewhat paradoxically, the states that will experience the least
effects of the baby bust during the 1980s are ;n teéions with tradi-
tionally low fertility, namely the Middle Atlantic and New England
states. Because the average childbearing age of women in these states
is older, the baby boom ended later (and therefore the baby bust began
later) in these regions than in other parts of the country. |In the
1990s, however, the age structure in these regioms will shift just as
it has throughout the rest of the nation.

The lesson that is clear from the data in Table 3 is that| trends
in fertility predate trends in the size of the population in the
household formation age groups by about 20 years. This fact allows us
to look 20 years into the future to judge the direction and approxi-
mate strength of trends in the age structure factor on projected

household growth.

The Migration Factor

For the country as a whole, the migration factor, i.e., foreign
immigration and the net redistribution of population from lower to
higher headship regioms, contributed only 4.4 percent to net household
growth over the decade. Between 1970 and 1980, the proportion of the

population over the age of 15 1living in the four frostbelt divisions

(New England, East North Central, West North Central, and Middle
Atlantic) fell from 52.1 percent of the total to 47.9 perceﬁt. Be-
cause the sunbelt regions, particularly the Pacific, had higher head-
ship rates for unattached individuals, this shift contributed to a net
increase in households for the natiomn.

For individual regioms, however,lpopulation redistribﬁtion had a

much stronger impact on-the total number of households. As Figure 5
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illustrated, migration accounted for a substantial gain in new house-
holds in the sunbelt and a loss in the frostbelt. For the Mountain
states, the migration factor induced almost as much of the increase in
household growth as the age structure and household formation factors.
combined. The East North Central and Middle Atlantic divisions suf-
fered losses of households totaling over 1.4 million, or as much as
the gain in new households experienced in the South Atlantic region.

Not only does the migration factor vary across reglonms, but it
also varies over time. During the 1950s, for example, the East North
Central and Middle Atlantic divisions gained new households through
migration; by the 1970s, though, this trend had reversed itself.
These changes suggest that the main source of errors in forecasting
the number of households for subnational areas over ome Or two decades
is in assumptions about migration.

When analyzing changing numbers of households at the state level,
the degree of variability in the migration factor increases still fur-
ther. Even within regions, some states gain while others lose house-
holds. The migration factor during the 1970s for New England as a
whole, for example, induced a modest decline of 13,000 in the total
number of households. Within the region, however, New Hampshire
gained 47,000 households from the migration factor while Massachusetts
lost 65,000. In the South Atlantic region, the District of Columbia
lost 61,000 households due to migration (23 percent of its 1970
total), while Florida gained 1.1 million (almost 50 percent of its
1970 total). Although migration effects have generally been secondary

to age structure effects in accounting for change in the total number
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of households, notable exceptions exist in almost every regién (see

Appendix A).

The Household Formation Factor

Like the age structure factor, the household formation factor did
not exhibit nearly as much regional variation as the migration factor
during the 1970s. Since similar trends in family formation and head-
ship over the decade apply to all regions, the household formation
factor produced a fairly uniform pattern of household growth across
the country. The region that experienced the smallest average growth
in households due to the household formation factor (the Pacific) was
also the region that experienced the largest increase in the fraction
of each age group that was never married because of falling Jarriage
rates. Because the marital status and headship components of the
household formation factor are both large and of opposite sign, how-

ever, they deserve separate discussion.

Trends in marital status. Between 1970 and 1980, the total popu-

lation over the age of 15 increased by 20 percent. If marriaée rates
remained at 1970 levels, both the never married and the c&rrently
married populations would have grown by approximately this same amount
because of the changing population base. As Table 4 indicates, how—
ever, the number of never married individuals increased by 36 percent
over the decade while the number of those currently married i&creased
by only 13 percent. This shift occurred because fewer people %hose to
marry and those that did, married at older ages. Those region% of the
country that lost some of their baby-boom cohort through migra%ion had
‘

the lowest growth in both never and currently married individuals due

to a shift in the population base. Those areas that gained migrants—-
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especially the South Atlantic, Mountain, and Pacific regions——not omly
experienced a greater than average increase in.the absolute number of
never marrieds but also a higher than average increase in the fraction
of the population remaining single.

In combination, then, the shifting population base and changing
marriage rates in regions receiving migrants meant a growth in the
never married population at rates far above the national average.
Whergas the number of never married adults rose 36 percent over the
decade in the nation as a whole, this population group gfew by 45
percent in the South Atlantic region, 64 percent in the Mountain
region, and 52 percent in the Pacific region. Even the three regioms
with the least change in the fraction single (the more rural and more
traditional West North Central, East South Central, and West South
Central states) still experienced significant overall growth in the
size of the never married population because of the shift in the popu-
lation base.

The largest increase in a particular marital category was among
the formerly married, i.e., those who are divorced, legally separated,
or have an absent spouse. For the U.S. as a whole, a 44 percent in-
crease occurred in the number of the formerly married, with changes in
the population base and in marriage distribution rates each accounting
for about half of the total growth. While the frostbelt regions dis—
played the greatest increase in the share formerly married, the sun-—
belt regions (with the exception of the Mountain states) experienced
the least increase. Although it is not immediately apparent why rates
of marital dissolution should split along this geographic iine, it 1is

likely that marital dissolution is just another indicator of the



